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INTRODUCTION

ABouT twenty-five years ago I wrote a book called A Preface
to Politics, intending at some later time to write the other chap-
ters. The general scheme of the human future seemed fairly
clear to me then. I was writing in the heyday of Theodore
Roosevelt’s New Nationalism and of Woodrow Wilson’s New
Freedom, and I had no premonition that the long peace which
had lasted since Waterloo was soon to come to an end. I did
not understand the prophetic warning of my teacher, Graham
Wallas, that there might be a war which would unsettle the
foundations of society — indeed I was unable to imagine such
a war and I did not know what were the foundations which
might be unsettled.

For in that generation most men had forgotten the labors
that had made them prosperous, the struggles that had made
them free, the victories that had given them peace. They took
for granted, like the oxygen they breathed and the solid ground
beneath their feet, the first and last things of western civiliza-
tion. So in writing my Preface I assumed without question
that in a regime of personal liberty each nation could, by the
increasing exercise of popular sovereignty, create for itself grad-
ually a spaciously planned and intelligently directed social or-
der. So confident was I that this was the scheme of the future
that I hurried on to write another book which proclaimed in its
title that we had come to the end of the era of drift and were
entering the era of our mastery of the social order.

A year or so later the World War broke out, and since that
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time the scheme of the future has been much less clear to me.
For more than twenty years I have found myself writing about
critical events with no better guide to their meaning than the
hastily improvised generalizations of a rather bewildered man.
Many a time I have wanted to stop talking and find out what
I really believed. For I should have liked to achieve again
the untroubled certainty and the assured consistency which are
vouchsafed to those who can whole-heartedly commit them-
selves to some one of the many schools of doctrine. But I
was not able to find in any of the schools a working philosophy
in which I could confidently come to rest.

This was not a pleasant predicament. For in these years
there has been one great crisis after another, and it was im-
possible to be neutral and detached. But gradually, in the
course of my blundering improvisations, it began to be clearer
to me why I could not make up my mind. It was that my
personal confusion reflected the fact that in the modern world
there is a great schism: those who seek to improve the lot of
mankind believe they must undo the work of their predecessors.

Everywhere the movements which bid for men’s allegiance
are hostile to the movements in which men struggled to be
free. The programmes of reform are everywhere at odds with
the liberal tradition. Men are asked to choose between se-
curity and liberty. To improve their fortunes they are told
that they must renounce their rights. To escape from want
they must enter a prison. To regularize their work they must be
regimented. To obtain greater equality they must have less
freedom. To have national solidarity they must oppress
the dissenters. To enhance their dignity they must lick
the boots of tyrants. To realize the promise of science they
must destroy free inquiry. To promote the truth they must
not let it be examined.

These choices are intolerable. Yet these are the choices
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offered by the influential doctrinaires of the contemporary world.
Thus those who would be loyal to the achievements of the past
are in general disposed to be fatalistically complacent about
the present, and those who have plans for the future are pre-
pared to disown the heroic past. It is a vicious dilemma.

However difficult it may be to find the true doctrine by
which mankind can advance, surely the true doctrine is not to
be found in either of these alternatives. With that conviction
I began again to write, with the feeling that if this is the
choice, then the prospect is too dismal to be endured. It may
be, of course, that the choice is inexorable and that a man is a
fool who does not acquiesce with as much resignation as he can
muster. Many find this view unanswerable. Yet to embrace
it is, I imagine, to mistake one’s own weariness for wisdom
and to be discouraged rather than to understand. This I can
say: I began to write in a2 mood of protest but without much
hope, but at the end I have come to believe that the riddle is
not inherently insoluble. The choice presented to this gen-
eration, between a more comfortable and a free life, is not
to be borne. But whether this is a paradox arising not out of
the unchanging nature of things but out of a remedial con-
fusion in men’s minds will be for the reader to judge.

The plan of the work divides itself into two parts. The
first, comprising Book I and Book I1, is an analytical examination
of the theory and the practice of the movement which has, since
about 1870, been attempting to organize a directed social order.

I have sought to examine this design of the future not only
in its fascist and its communist embodiment but also in the
gradual collectivism of democratic states, trying to determine
whether a society can be planned and directed for the enjoyment
of abundance in a state of peace. The question was not whether
this would be desirable, but whether it was possible. I be-
gan by thinking that while it might be difficult to find plan-
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ners and managers who were wise and disinterested enough,
the ideal might eventually be realized by a well-trained ruling
class. But I have come finally to see that such a social order
is not even theoretically conceivable; that the vision when
analyzed carefully turns out to be not merely difficult of ad-
ministration but devoid of any meaning whatever; that it is
as complete a delusion as perpetual motion. 1 realized at last
that a directed society must be bellicose and poor. If it is not
both bellicose and poor, it cannot be directed. I realized then
that a prosperous and peaceable society must be free. If it is
not free, it cannot be prosperous and peaceable.

It took me some time after that to understand that this was
no new discovery, but the basic truth which the liberals of the
eighteenth century taught at the beginning of the modern era.
I began then to read with a new interest what Adam Smith and
some of his contemporaries had to say when they insisted that
the sovereign must be “completely discharged from a duty,
in the attempting to perform which he must always be ex-
posed to innumerable delusions, and for the proper perform-
ance of which no human knowledge or wisdom could ever be
sufficient: the duty of superintending the industry of private
people, and of directing it towards the employments most suit-
able to the interest of the society.”' It gradually dawned
on me that Adam Smith would not have regarded the cor-
porate capitalism of the nineteenth century as the “obvious
and simple system of natural liberty” which he had imagined,
for he had been careful to say that it was the duty of the sover-
eign to protect as far as possible “every member of the society
from the injustice or oppression of every other member of it,”
and it was plain from the whole tenor of his book that he meant

1 Inguiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations, Bk. 1V,
Ch. 9 (1890 ed.).
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something more substantial than the equal right of the rich and
the poor to drive hard bargains.

Yet the doctrine which has come down from him and from
the great liberals of the eighteenth century has in our time
become the intellectual defense of much injustice and oppres-
sion. In Herbert Spencer’s old age, liberalism had become
a monstrous negation raised up as a barrier against every gen-
erous instinct of mankind. So in the second half of this book
I attempt a task which is, I fear, beyond my powers. I seek
to find out why the development of the liberal doctrine was
arrested and why liberalism lost its influence on human affairs,
In order to do this I have tried to find out what is the inwardness
of the liberal conception of life, what is the logic of its principle
and the grammar of its intuition, and then to indicate certain
vital points where, because the liberals failed to develop the
promise of liberalism, they ceased to interpret experience and to
command the interest of the people.

This is a difficult and ambitious essay and I do not offer it
as a completed solution. So far only I know how to go; some-
one else may find in it a clue that will lead him further. 1
hope so. The search is worth much trouble, for at the end
of it men may find again the conviction of their forefathers
that progress comes through emancipation from — not the res-
toration of — privilege, power, coercion, and authority.
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THE PROVIDENTIAL STATE
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THE DOMINANT DOGMA OF THE AGE

There will be some fundamental assumptions which adherents
of all the various systems within the epoch unconsciously presup-
pose. . . . With these assumptions a certain limited number of
types of philosophic systems are possible, and this group of systems
constitutes the philosophy of the epoch.— ALFRED NoORTH
WHITEHEAD, Science and the Modern World, page 69

In the violent conflicts which now trouble the earth the active
contenders believe that since the struggle is so deadly it must
be that the issues which divide them are deep. I think they
are mistaken. Because parties are bitterly opposed, it does not
necessarily follow that they have radically different purposes.
The intensity of their antagonism is no measure of the di-
vergence of their views. There has been many a ferocious
quarrel among sectarians who worship the same god.

Although the partisans who are now fighting for the mas-
tery of the modern world wear shirts of different colors, their
weapons are drawn from the same armory, their doctrines are
variations of the same theme, and they go forth to battle sing-
ing the same tune with slightly different words. Their weapons
are the coercive direction of the life and labor of mankind.
Their doctrine is that disorder and misery can be overcome
only by more and more compulsory organization. Their
promise is that through the power of the state men can be
made happy.

Throughout the world, in the name of progress, men who
call themselves communists, socialists, fascists, nationalists, pro-
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gressives, and even liberals, are unanimous in holding that gov-
ernment with its instruments of coercion must, by commanding
the people how they shall live, direct the course of civilization
and fix the shape of things to come. They believe in what
Mr. Stuart Chase accurately describes as “the overhead plan-
ning and control of economic activity.,”' This is the dogma
which all the prevailing dogmas presuppose. This is the mold
in which are cast the thought and action of the epoch. No other
approach to the regulation of human affairs is seriously con-
sidered, or is even conceived as possible. The recently en-
franchised masses and the leaders of thought who supply their
ideas are almost completely under the spell of this dogma.
Only a handful here and there, groups without influence,
isolated and disregarded thinkers, continue to challenge it.
For the premises of authoritarian collectivism have become the
working beliefs, the self-evident assumptions, the unquestioned
axioms, not only of all the revolutionary regimes, but of nearly
every effort which lays claim to being enlightened, humane,
and progressive.

So universal is the dominion of this dogma over the minds
of contemporary men that no one is taken seriously as a states-
man or a theorist who does not come forward with proposals
to magnify the power of public officials and to extend and
multiply their intervention in human affairs. Unless he is
authoritarian and collectivist, he is a mossback, a reactionary,
at best an amiable eccentric swimming hopelessly against the
tide. It is a strong tide. Though despotism is no novelty in
human affairs, it is probably true that at no time in twenty-five
hundred years has any western government claimed for itself
a jurisdiction over men’s lives comparable with that which is
officially attempted in the totalitarian states. No doubt there
have been despotisms which were more cruel than those of

Y The Economy of Abundance, p. 310.
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Russia, Italy, and Germany. There has been none which was
more inclusive. In these ancient centres of civilization, several
hundred millions of persons live under what is theoretically
the absolute dominion of the dogma that public officials are
their masters and that only under official orders may they live,
work, and seck their salvation.

But it is even more significant that in other lands where men
shrink from the ruthless policy of these regimes, it is commonly
assumed that the movement of events must be in the same
general direction. Nearly everywhere the mark of a progres-
sive is that he relies at last upon the increased power of officials
to improve the condition of men. Though the progressives
prefer to move gradually and with consideration, by persuading
majorities to consent, the only instrument of progress in which
they have faith is the coercive agency of government. They
can, it would seem, imagine no alternative, nor can they remem-
ber how much of what they cherish as progressive has come by

‘emancipation from political dominion, by the limitation of
power, by the release of personal energy from authority and
collective coercion. For virtually all that now passes for pro-
gressivism in countries like England and the United States calls
for the increasing ascendancy of the state: always the cry is for
more officials with more power over more and more of the
activities of men,

Yet the assumptions of this whole movement are not so
self-evident as they seem. They are, in fact, contrary to the
assumptions bred in men by the whole long struggle to extricate
conscience, intellect, labor, and personality from the bondage
of prerogative, privilege, monopoly, authority. For more than
two thousand years, since western men first began to think about
the social order, the main preoccupation of political thinking
has been to find a law which would be superior to arbitrary
power. Men have sought it in custom, in the dictates of
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reason, in religious revelation, endeavoring always to set up
some check upon the exercise of force. This is the meaning of
the long debate about Natural Law. This is the meaning of
a thousand years of struggle to bring the sovereign under a
constitution, to establish for the individual and for voluntary
associations of men rights which they can enforce against kings,
barons, magnates, majorities, and mobs. This is the meaning
of the struggle to separate the church from the state, to emanci-
pate conscience, learning, the arts, education, and commerce
from the inquisitor, the censor, the monopolist, the policeman,
and the hangman.

Conceivably the lessons of this history no longer have a
meaning for us. Conceivably there has come into the world
during this generation some new element which makes it neces-
sary for us to undo the work of emancipation, to retrace the
steps men have taken to limit the power of rulers, which com-
pels us to believe that the way of enlightenment in affairs is
now to be found by intensifying authority and enlarging its
scope. But the burden of proof is upon those who reject the
cecumenical tradition of the western world. It is for them to
show that their cult of the Providential State is in truth the new
revelation they think it is, and that it is not, as a few still believe,
the gigantic heresy of an apostate generation.



II
THE GODS OF THE MACHINE

1. Technical Progress and Political Reaction

LikE the man who said he knew the earth was flat because it
had looked flat to him in all the places he had ever visited, each
generation is disposed to regard its main assumptions as self-
evident even when in fact they have merely been adopted un-
critically. Generally this disposition is fortified by some large
interpretation of experience supplied by the learned men of the
age. The doctrine of the divine right of kings was a classic
example. The claim of the king to unlimited power was re-
moved from the field of debate — that is to say, was made
axiomatic — by the assumption that he ruled by the grace of
God. The men who might have questioned the king were
silenced because they did not dare to question the God who had
appointed the king.

The current return to the authoritarian principle in politics
finds its principal sanction in the belief that the new machine
technology requires the control of an omnipotent state. There
are many versions of this basic idea. By some it is said that
only the strong arm of government can protect men against the
brutal oppression of their machines; by others that only the
power of government can realize the beneficent promise of the
machines. But all agree that in the recent progress of tech-
nology there is some kind of deep necessity which compels man-
kind to magnify the sovereignty of officials and to intensify
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their intervention in affairs. The modern state holds its
sovereign power by grace of the gods of the machine.

“As industry advances in mechanization,” says Mr. Lewis
Mumford, “a greater weight of political authority must develop
outside than was necessary in the past.”* It is from this thesis
that the intellectual leaders of the modern world have derived
their belief that the liberal conception of the state belongs, as
President Roosevelt once put it, to a “horse and buggy” era.’

Yet this thesis, which our generation has come to think of
as self-evident, involves an extraordinary paradox. Thus Mr,
Mumford, using a scheme invented by Professor Patrick
Geddes, suggests that, “looking back over the last thousand
years, one can divide the development of the machine and the
machine civilization into three successive but overlapping and
interpenetrating phases: the eo-technic [based on water-and-
wood], the paleo-technic [based on coal-and-iron] and the neo-
technic [based on electricity-and-alloy.]”® This is a con-
venient and illuminating classification. But what must interest
us here primarily is Mr. Mumford’ deduction that in the
neo-technic phase — that is, the phase we are now in — the
officials of the state must regulate production and consumption,
that at least in the field of what he calls the “basic require-
ments” of food, clothing, shelter, and “necessary luxuries” *
the state must impose “rationed production” and “communized
consumption” and “compulsory labor.” *

Is it not truly extraordinary that in the latest phase of the
machine technic we are advised that we must return to the
political technic — that is, to the sumptuary laws and the forced
labor which were the universal practice in the earlier phases

Y Technics and Civilization, p. 420.

? Interview to the Press, May 31, 1935,
2 0p. cit., p. 109.

* Ibid., p. 395.

S Ibid., p. 405.
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of the machine technic? I realize that Mr. Mumford hopes
and believes that the omnipotent sovereign power will now be
as rational in its purposes and its measures as are the physicists
and chemists who have invented alloys and harnessed electricity.
But the fact remains that he believes the beneficent promise
of modern science can be realized only through the political
technology of the pre-scientific ages. For the whole apparatus
of a politically administered economy, the fixed prices and
fixed wages, the sumptuary laws, the forced labor, the com-
munized consumption, the directed production, not to speak
of the censored and managed opinion in the totalitarian states,
is a reversion to the political technic which had to be rejected
in order that the industrial revolution could take place. It is,
therefore, by no means self-evident that men must once again
adopt this technic in order that the promise of the industrial
revolution may be realized.’

For the regulation of industry by the state was never more
minute than in the century before the great technical innova-
tions. Think for a moment what that regulation meant.
Take, for example, the famous system of réglements whereby
Colbert, the minister of Louis XIV, sought to codify and
generalize the industrial law.” From the year 1666 until 1730
the regulations of the textile industry alone are contained in
four quarto volumes of 2200 pages and three supplementary
volumes. The rules for Burgundy and four neighboring dis-
tricts, covering the manufacture of woolens, specify that the
fabrics of Dijon and Selongey are to be put in reeds 134 ells
wide, a warp to contain 44” x 32” threads, including the
selvedges, and when it comes to the fulling mill the cloth is to
be exactly one ell wide. But in Semur and four other places

¢ The political technic of the industrial revolution is the theme of Book III,
"The material that follows is from Eli F. Heckscher's Mercantilism,
Vol 1, p. 157 et. seq.
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the warp is to have 1376 threads, whereas Chitillon is to use
1216 threads. Somehow the town of Langogne seems to
have been overlooked until 1718, when an edict was published
stating that “His Majesty is informed that no réglement speci-
fies from how many threads those cloths are to be composed;
a matter which must be attended to without fail.”

If we ask how His Majesty was to know how many threads
he should call for in Dijon, Semur, or Langogne, the answer
is, of course, that he found this out from the established manu-
facturers, and that his réglements were essentially a device for
protecting their vested interest against the competition of enter-
prising innovators. This is the inevitable method of authori-
tative regulation, for no king and no bureau can hope to imagine
a technic of production other than the technic which happens
to exist. Occasionally the government may have a bright idea,
but its normal procedure must inevitably be to throw the weight
of its authority behind the routine of the established interests.
What Colbert did under Louis X1V was precisely what General
Johnson ® and Secretary Wallace did under President Roose-
velt. Colbert regulated industry and agriculture by fortifying
and subsidizing the established producers, and he tried to be
thorough. The manufacturers of Saint-Maixent “had to ne-
gotiate for four years, from 1730 to 1734, before they could
secure permission to use black warp.”® They never were
allowed to weave in black weft.

Naturally the system did not work very well. The more the
réglements were violated, the more the réglements were multi-
plied. Lawsuits were endless, smuggling and bootlegging
omnipresent, and every so often the government set out to prove
that it not only issued regulations but meant them. It felt
particularly vehement about printed calicoes; for the French
printing industry was backward and the textile producers de-

8 Cf. The ABC of the NRA, published by Brookings Institution.
® Heckscher, op. cit., p. 170.
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manded protection. Certainly the government did its best.
«It is estimated,” says Heckscher, “that the economic measures
taken in this connection cost the lives of some 16,000 people,
partly through executions and partly through armed affrays,
without reckoning the unknown but certainly much larger num-
ber of people who were sent to the galleys, or punished in other
ways. On one occasion in Valence, seventy-seven were sen-
tenced to be hanged, fifty-eight were to be broken on the wheel,
six hundred thirty-one were sent to the galleys, one was set free
and none was pardoned. But even this vigorous action did not
help to attain the desired end. Printed calicoes spread more
and more widely among all classes of the population, in France
as everywhere else.” *°

Authoritative regulation of an economy is not 2 modern in-
vention. On the contrary, it was practised by the Pharaohs in
Mr. Mumford’s eo-technic phase of machine civilization.
Under Diocletian it was the recognized method of government,
under the Byzantine emperors, under Louis XIV, under Haps-
burgs and Romanoffs. Far from being something new, de-
duced from what Mr. George Soule calls “the growth of
technical civilization,” it has been from immemorial antiquity
the practice of governments in a pre-technical civilization. As
a matter of fact, it was the polity of the Ancien Régime.

Now there is very good reason why the authoritative regula-
tion of industry is appropriate to a primitive economy, and why
it is inappropriate to one in which technical change is continual
and radical. The overhead direction of an economy must by
its very nature be general. Only occasionally can the com-
mands and prohibitions be changed. This method of social
control is suited, therefore, to a well-established routine which
has to be altered only at rare intervals. But in the industrial
revolution there is constant technical change, due to continual
invention. The best machines of yesterday will be old-

0 13id., p. 173.
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fashioned machines to-morrow. The official cannot issue new
commandments as fast as the inventors can invent. If he bases
his decrees on yesterday’s process, he must either suppress to-
morrow’s process or he must connive at disorder. The intro-
duction of new methods cannot be coercively planned and
directed. For until the new methods have been tried out no
one can know what decrees to issue. Men learned this in the
eighteenth century. They found out that they must either
forbid new inventions, as the French monarchy did when con-
fronted with printed calicoes, or they must give up the attempt
to have officials direct the processes of production. It is,
therefore, no coincidence that minute direction from above has
always been found in a relatively unprogressive economy. For
new inventions are made by trying out all sorts of schemes to
find out whether they work. But the experiment does not end
at the laboratory door. It goes on. The next step is to in-
stall one or two of the new machines in a factory or to build a
small experimental factory which is something between a
laboratory and a commercial concern. Even then the experi-
mentation is not ended. For if the new scheme is to work, the
process of adopting it throughout an industry has to be carried
on experimentally over and over again in relation not merely
to the technic but to all the other factors, such as the cost of
capital, the wages and skill of labor, the aptitude of the mana-
gers, and the like. That is why directive laws — by their
nature static and inert — are technically unsuited to the highly
dynamic character of the industrial revolution.

2. Machinery and Corporate Concentration

Those who argue that the advancing industrial technic re-
quires increasing political authority have probably been misled
by certain of the phenomena of modern industrialism. They
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see, for example, that in some branches of production a few
large concerns — or even one alone — control the industry,
fixing prices and wages. They then assume that this concen-
tration of industrial power is the result of machine production,
that it does not regulate itself in a competitive market, and that,
therefore, it must be regulated by a very strong govern-
ment.

But in this argument the initial assumption is a fallacy. The
concentration of control does not come from the mechanization
of industry. It comes from the state, which began about a
hundred years ago to grant to anyone who paid a nominal fee
what had hitherto been a very special privilege. That was the
privilege of incorporation with limited liability and perpetual
succession. President Nicholas Murray Butler has said of this
momentous legal revolution: —

I weigh my words when I say that in my judgment the limited
liability corporation is the greatest single discovery of modern times,
whether you judge it by its social, by its ethical, by its industrial, or,
in the long run, — after we understand it and know how to use it, —
by its political effects. Even steam and electricity are far less im-
portant than the limited liability corporation, and they would be re-
duced to comparative impotence without it."*

This is no exaggeration. For, without the privileges and
immunities of the corporate form of economic organization and
property tenure, the industrial system as we know it could not
have developed and could not exist. So fundamentally true is
this that we should do well to follow the suggestion of Messrs.
Berle and Means and speak not of the capitalist system but of
the corporate system.” If that system exhibits a high degree
of concentrated control, the cause is to be found not in the
technic of production, but in the law.

 Why Skould We Change Our Form of Government?, p. 82,
2 The Modern Corporation and Private Property,
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What, to take obvious examples, has the machine technology
to do with the chain store or with the United States Steel
Corporation or the General Motors Corporation? These or-
ganizations exist because of a special and recent development
of the law which permits one limited liability corporation to own
other limited liability corporations. There may possibly be
some small industry, perhaps one based on 'a secret process or
an exclusive patent, where control is concentrated without use
of the privilege and immunities of the corporate device. But
it would be neither representative nor significant. The con-~
centration of control in modern industry is not caused by tech-
nical change but is a creation of the state through its laws.
This is obviously true of public utilities, which hold a franchise
for a monopoly. It is no less true of all other industries which
approach monopoly.

We must not let ourselves confuse monopolistic control with
the large-scale production required by expensive machinery.
The scale on which factories have to be organized in order to
make the most efficient use of new inventions and labor-saving
machinery may look big. But it is practically never so big as
the industry.” In other words, while large factories may, up
to a point, be more efficient than small ones, no factory needs
to be or can be big enough to supply the whole market. Mass
production does not require monopoly. When the Steel Cor-
poration enlarges its business it does not necessarily enlarge its
plant in Pittsburgh. It builds another somewhere else. What
holds together these various plants is not the technic of mass
production but the legal device of incorporation.

The assumption that great corporate capitalism is in some
mysterious way the inexorable consequence of machinery is an
illusion. What is more, it is by no means certain that the

3 Cf. Big Business: Its Growoth and Place, published by Twentieth Century
Fund, Inc. \
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highest development of technology is favored by this concen-
trated corporate control. It is a matter of common knowledge
that beyond a certain point increasing size yields a diminishing
return, that many of the biggest corporations are too big to be
well managed, and that they become rigid and opposed to
change. There is sound reason for thinking that the laws which
foster concentrated control are from the point of view of tech-
nological progress reactionary, that they retard it rather than
promote it, and that industrial laws suited to the genius of
modern technology would vary in important respects from the
laws which exist. Laws adapted to modern technology would
almost certainly seek to discountenance a scale of production
beyond the point of technical efficiency, to discourage concen-
trated control which weakens the incentives, destroys the ob-
jective criteria of the competitive market; they would seek to
prevent the erection of great and rigid capital structures which
make technical change ruinously expensive.

The collectivists who think that business must grow bigger
and bigger until only the government is big enough to dominate
it would pile Ossa on Pelion. They are not interpreting the
inward principle of the modern industrial revolution. They
are ascribing to the technicians results which have been pro-
duced by lawyers and politicians. They are proposing, as a
remedy for the evils resulting from the mistakes of the law-
makers, political measures which long ago had to be abandoned
in order that the technicians could do their work.

There is no doubt about the evil of corporate concentration.
But that very evil the collectivists accept, sanctify as necessary,
and then propose to multiply a thousandfold by effecting a
super-concentration in the state. It is not a necessary evil.
Concentration has its origin in privilege and not in technology.
Nor does technology require high concentration. For technical
progress, being in its essence experimental, calls for much trial
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and error. That means that if industry is to advance tech-
nically, it must be flexible, not rigid; change must be possible
because it is not too costly ; managers must be free, as technicians
are free, to make many mistakes in order to achieve a success.

Those who do not like such a programme, who would prefer
industry stabilized into routine and administered by corporate
or public bureaucrats, are entitled to their preference. But
they must not pretend that they are the spokesmen of modern
science seeking to make more effective man’s mastery of nature.
If what they are seeking is a social order in harmony with the
genius of the scientific method and of the modern economy of
production, they should look with the profoundest skepticism
upon the claims of the collectivist movement. Whatever
form collectivism takes, whether the great corporate structures
of private enterprise, or the national collectivism of the fascists,
of the communist or of the gradualist parties, its adherents
claim to be adapting the organization of industry to the progress
of technology. Against that claim there is a strong pre-
sumption. For these great centralized controls which have
to be governed authoritatively by corporate officials or by public
officials are unsuited to a system of production which can profit
by new invention only if it is flexible, experimental, adjustable,
and competitive. The laboratories in which the technic is be-
ing developed cannot produce the inventions according to a
centrally directed plan. The future technology cannot be
predicted, organized, and administered, and it is therefore in
the highest degree unlikely that an elaborately organized and -
highly centralized economy can adapt itself successfully to the
intensely dynamic character of the new technology.

It is not probable, therefore, that “as industry advances in
mechanization, a greater weight of political power must de-
velop outside than was necessary in the past.” There is, on the
contrary, a strong presumption that the collectivist movement
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is a tremendous reaction in human affairs, that on the main line
along which western society has advanced it is carrying man-
kind backward and not forward. The collectivists generalize
from an interpretation of a relatively short historical epoch.
They have confused the phenomena of the latest phase of the
corporate system with the consequences of modern technology.
They have come to think of these phenomena as fatally de-
termined, when in fact, without foreseeing the consequences, the
nineteenth-century states permitted and provoked them. This
was done, as I hope to demonstrate,™ because the liberal demo-
crats, mistaking the privileges of corporate bodies for the rights
of man, the immunities of artificial persons for the inviolability
of natural persons, the possession of monopolies for private
property, failed to develop their own intuitions and their own
doctrines.

Because they have assumed that the development of con-
centrated corporate capitalism is the natural and necessary out-
come of the new technology, the collectivists, whether they be
big businessmen or socialists, have turned from the liberal to the
authoritarian conception of society. Had they taken a longer
view they. would have questioned their basic premise, remem-
bering that the scientific achievements which they now regard
as compelling the establishment of authority became possible
only as scientific inquiry was emancipated from authority.
However pleasant its promises, they would have hesitated to
revive the absolute state. They would have remembered that
before modern society could be created the state had to be sub-
jected to a constitutional system. They would have been slow
to return to compulsion as an instrument of “synthesis,
codrdination, and rational control,” ** and as the specific for
private acquisitiveness and antisocial behavior. They would

*Ch. X.
1 George Soule, A4 Planned Society, p. 91.
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have recalled the long experience of mankind with the cor-
ruption of personal power. They would not have talked so
easily about socializing and unifying nations by commands from
the government had they remembered that the ascendancy of
national kings over local barons, the unification of national states
from discordant tribes, were revulsions against vexatious, ex-
clusive, and intimately despotic authority. They would never
have forgotten that modern technology and the greater abun-
dance which have come from the division of labor followed the
emancipation of men from the elaborate restrictions of the
guilds and the mercantilist policies of landed interests and of
ecclesiastical and dynastic power.

But these things have been forgotten by the teachers and
leaders to whom this generation listens. In the past sixty or
seventy years it has become the primal premise of thought and
action that human progress must come not through a greater
emancipation but through a revival of authority. However,
the plain fact of the matter is that under the dominion of this
doctrine progress has been arrested gradually but cumulatively,
until at last there is a spectacular regression to lower standards
of life and to 2 more degraded level of civilization. Though
the apparatus of governing was never more elaborate, the
world economy has been disintegrating into diminishing frag-
ments. Even in the United States there has been a notable
tendency to set up within the highly protected national economy
all kinds of covert regional and occupational barriers by means
of which special interests use political power to obtain exclusive
advantages. It is unnecessary to do more than point to the
atomization of Europe, where the separatist tendencies, not only
among national states but within them, are everywhere pro-
voked by the exercise of authority and with difficulty suppressed
by the exercise of more authority.

But it should be noted particularly that the intensification of
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government is not only aggravating the disunion which it seeks
to prevent; it is arresting that very advance in science which is
the reason given for the magnified officdaldom. In several
great nations proclaiming themselves the advance guard of
human progress, free inquiry, which is the condition of scientific
discovery, has been abolished in order that government may
be more effective. Thus the naive interpreters of the modern
world who have justified the increase of authority in order to
realize the promise of science find themselves facing the
awkward fact that science is being crushed in order to increase
the authority of the state.

3. Progress by Liberation

The events we are witnessing should not allow us to remain
blind any longer to the truth that our generation has misunder-
stood human experience. We have renounced the wisdom of
the ages to embrace the errors the ages have discarded. The
road whereby mankind has advanced in knowledge, in the
mastery of nature, in unity, and in personal security has lain
through a progressive emancipation from the bondage of au-
thority, monopoly, and special privilege. It has been through
the release of human energy that men have lifted themselves
above the primeval struggle for the bare necessities of ex-
istence; it has been by the removal of constraints that they have
been able to adapt themselves to the life of great societies; it has
been by the disestablishment of privilege that men have risen
from the status of slaves, serfs, and subjects to that of free men
inviolate in the ways of the spirit.

And how else, when we pause to ponder the matter, can the
human race advance except by the emancipation of more and
more individuals in ever-widening circles of activity? How
can new ideas be conceived? How can new relationships, new
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habits, be formed? Only by increasing freedom to think, to
argue, to debate, to make mistakes, to learn from those mis-
takes, to explore and occasionally to discover, to be adventurous
and enterprising, can change be more than the routine of a
recurrent pattern. If those who happen by inheritance, elec-
tion, or force to achieve the power to govern are not the sole
originators of new ways, it follows that the energy of progress
originates in the great mass of the people as the more gifted
among them are released from constraint and stimulated by
intercourse with other free-thinking and free-moving indi-
viduals.

This was the faith of the men who made the modern world.
Renaissance, Reformation, Declaration of the Rights of Man,
Industrial Revolution, National Unification —all were con-
ceived and led by men who regarded themselves as emanci-
pators. One and all these were movements to disestablish
authority. It was the energy released by this progressive
emancipation which invented, wrought, and made available to
mankind all that it counts as good in modern civilization. No
government planned, no political authority directed, the material
progress of the past four centuries, or the increasing humanity
which has accompanied it. It was by a stupendous liberation
of the minds and spirits and conduct of men that a world-wide
exchange of goods and services and ideas was promoted, and
it was in this invigorating and sustaining environment that petty
principalities coalesced into great commonwealths.

What reason, then, is there for thinking that in the second
half of the nineteenth century the tested method of human
progress suddenly became obsolete, and henceforth it is only
by more authority, not by more emancipation, that mankind
can advance? The patent fact is that soon after the intellectual
leaders of the modern world abandoned the method of freedom
the world moved into an era of intensified national rivalry,
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culminating in the Great War, and of intensified domestic
struggle which has racked all nations and reduced some to a
condition where there are assassination, massacre, persecution,
and the ravaging of armed bands such as have not been known in
the western world for at least two centuries.

We belong to a generation that has lost its way. Unable
to develop the great truths which it inherited from the emanci-
pators, it has returned to the heresies of absolutism, authority,
and the domination of men by men. Against these ideas the
progressive spirit of the western world is one long, increasing
protest. ‘Thus we have rent the spirit of man, and those who
by their deepest sympathies seemed destined to be the bearers
of the civilizing tradition have turned against one another in
fratricidal strife.

What could be more tragically and more preposterously con-
fused than this choice? Must men renounce all that their
ancestors struggled to achieve, or abandon the hope of making
the world a better place for their children? Must they dis-
regard as so much antiquated nonsense the principles by which
governments were subjected to law, the great made accountable,
the humble established in their rights? Shall they not remem-
ber the experience by which the violence of civil factions was
subdued? Must they forget how their forefathers suffered and
died in order that tyranny should end and that men should be
free? '

It is the choice of Satan, offering to sell men the kingdoms of
this world for their immortal souls. And as always, when that
choice is offered, it will be discovered after much travail that
on those terms not even the kingdoms of the world can be
bought.
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THE GOVERNMENT OF POSTERITY
1. The Reception of a Myth

Even if he remembers the struggle against absolutism, the
contemporary collectivist will resent the charge that he is
leading men back to the old order of things. He has such
very different intentions from those which he imputes to the
ministers of Louis XIV. For his eyes are upon the future,
whereas theirs were on the past. They sought to preserve a
great inheritance. He seeks to contrive a glorious destiny.
If, like them, he relies upon the pervasive regulation of men’s
aﬁalrs, he feels sure that his different purpose w1ll produce a
different result.

He feels sure that it will because he hopes that it will. His
ardent wish makes plausible one of the most enchanting myths
which ever captured the human imagination. From the mar-
riage of knowledge with force a new god is to be born. Out of
the union of science with government there is to issue a provi-
dential state, possessed of all knowledge and of the power to
enforce it. Thus at last the vision of Plato is to be realized:
reason will be crowned and the sovereign will be rational. The
philosophers are to be kings; that is to say, the prime ministers
and their parliaments, the dictators and their commissars, are to
follow the engineers, biologists, and economists who will ar-
range the scheme of things. The men who know are to direct
human affairs and the directors are to listen to those who know.
Though the providential state of the future is to have all the
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authority of the most absolute state of the past, it is to be
different; consecrated technicians are to replace the courtiers
and the courtesans of the king, and the irresistible power of
government is to dispose of mankind.

This myth has taken hold of the human imagination as
ancestral religion has dissolved under the acids of modernity.
Men find themselves in a troubled world where they no longer
look confidently to God for the regulation of human affairs,
where custom has ceased to guide and tradition to sanctify the
accepted ways. The dissolution of faith had been under way
for generations, but in 1914 there took place a catastrophic un-
settlement of the human routine. The system of the world’s
peace was shattered; the economy which was the condition of
its prosperity was dislocated. A thousand matters once left
to routine and taken for granted became questions of life and
death.

In the darkness there was a desperate need for light. Amid
overwhelming circumstance there was a desperate need for
leading. In the disorder, as men became more bewildered in
their spirits, they became more credulous in their opinions and
more anxiously compulsive in their actions. Only the sci-
entists seemed to know what they were doing. Only govern-
ments seemed to have the power to act.

The conditions could not have been more favorable to the
reception of the myth. Science had become the only human
enterprise which all men looked upon as successful. Society
was broken and unruly. The need for authority was acute,
yet the authority of custom, tradition, and religion was lost.
In their extremity men hastened to entrust to government, which
can at least act decisively and impressively, the burden of
shaping their destiny. In science there was knowledge. In
government there was power. By their union an indispensable

1 Cf. my Preface to Morals, Part 1,
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providence was to be created and the future of human society
contrived and directed. The people longed for kings who
were philosophers. And so the men who wished to be kings
declared that they were philosophers. All the things lacking
in the actual world were projected upon the imaginary state that
men so desperately desired.

2. The Agents of Destiny

But when we remember that any government is composed of
mortal men, it is evident that there must be limits to the degree
in which a social order can be planned and deliberately ad-
" ministered. It makes no difference whether the rulers of a
state inherit authority or were elected to it, whether they re-
ceived it by appointment or have captured it by force; it makes
no difference where they came from or how they are thought
to be inspired or to what grandeur and glory they aspire.
They are men, and so their powers are limited. And the limits
of their powers lie a long way this side of omniscience and
omnipotence. It follows that though the ruler may think he
has his patents from God, he does not have the wisdom or the
power of God. Though he has his authority from the people,
the potentialities of the human race are not realized in him.

No matter, therefore, how nobly the government may be
derived, its faculties are not thereby commensurate with its
origins: the king descended from Zeus does not inherit the
competence of Zeus, and the elected ruler of a nation is not
the mystical possessor of all his people’s genius. Nor does the
declaration of a government’s purposes mean that it possesses
the faculties to achieve them. Where there is a wish, there is
not necessarily a way. Devotion to an end does not ensure the
discovery of the means; pretensions do not magnify men’s
powers. And so the real, rather than the apparent, policy of



THE GOVERNMENT OF POSTERITY 25

any state will be determined by the limited competence of finite
beings dealing with unlimited and infinite circumstances.

Amid all the grandiose generalization and passionate will-
fulness of political debate, it is perilous to lose the humility
which is the guardian of our sanity. The eye must recapture its
innocence if it is to see things as they are: to see not the New
Deal in terms of its aspirations, but the New Dealers in their
actual careers; not fascism or communism as ideas, but fascists
and communists as they govern great nations; to remember
that while ideals are illimitable, men are only men. And when
these men, breathing the incense burned before their altars, are
tempted to regard themselves as the directors of the human
destiny, they need to be reminded of the poet who, after a night
in town, wandered into the zoo thinking rather well of himself
as the last product of evolution until he became sober enough
to remember that he was, after all, “a little man in trousers,
slightly jagged.”?

Governments are composed of persons who meet occasionally
in a hall to make speeches and to write resolutions; of men
studying papers at desks, receiving and answering letters and
memoranda, listening to advice and giving it, hearing com-
plaints and claims and replying to them; of clerks manipulating
more papers; of inspectors, tax collectors, policemen, and sol-
diers. These officials have to be fed, and often they overeat.
They would often rather go fishing, or make love, or do any-
thing, than shuffle their papers. They have to sleep. They
suffer from indigestion and asthma, bile and palpitation, become
bored, tired, careless, and have nervous headaches. They know
what they have happened to learn, they are aware of what they
happen to observe, they can imagine what they happen to be
interested in, they can accomplish only what they can command
or persuade an unseen multitude to do.

2«The Menagerie,” by William Vaughn Moody.
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In the prevailing view they are the agents of destiny. It is
they, or others panting to take their places, who are to contrive
the shape of things to come. They are to breed a better race
of men. They are to arrange abundance for all. They are to
abolish classes. They are to take charge of the present. They
are to conceive the future. They are to plan the activities of
mankind. They are to manage its labors. They are to formu-
late its culture. They are to establish its convictions. They
are to understand, to forecast, and to administer human purposes
and to provide a design of living for the unborn. Surely,
greater love could no man have for the wisdom of his rulers
than this, that he should put his life entirely in their hands.

In order to magnify the purposes of the state it is obviously
necessary to forget the limitations of men. But in reality the
. limitations prevail and the behavior of the state must conform
to them. Governments can do no more than they can do. In
any one period there is, as it were, no more than a certain capacity
to govern. This may gradually be increased by education and
the invention of new instruments. There is no doubt, for ex-
ample, that by means of such inventions as the telephone and
telegraph, the typewriter and the printing press, calculating
machines, and swifter means of transportation, the scale of ef-
fective government has been greatly enlarged since Aristotle
said that a community must not extend beyond the territory
which a naked eye could encompass.

But though men at the centre of authority can communicate
with more men over greater distances than they could before,
it must be remembered that by extending their influence they
have complicated their task. These new instruments do not
represent additional powers for governing the original com-
munity. If that were the case, they might be considered a net
gain in the effectiveness of government.

But the fact is that though President Roosevelt has a greater
reach than Pericles, he needs a very much greater reach. The
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new instruments at Mr. Roosevelt’s disposal serve his work no
better than the tools of Pericles served his. The increase of the
scale of human organization has complicated the work to such
a degree that it is by no means certain that modern equipment
is relatively more efficient. It would be rash, for example, to
assume that Mr. Roosevelt can learn more about the needs and
desires of the people of the United States through the news-
papers and his mail and the reports of his advisers, though they
travel by airplane and report by telephone, than Pericles could
learn about Athenian public opinion through word of mouth;
or that Mr. Roosevelt can convey more of his intentions to a
larger proportion of his people by broadcasting his speeches
than Pericles could by speaking in the agora.

A steam shovel can move more dirt than a spade, but it will
not move a mountain more efficiently than a man can turn over
the earth in his garden. If men can travel faster but have to
go farther, they do not thereby arrive sooner at their destination.
If they can do more but have more to do, they have not achieved
their purposes more completely. To some very considerable
degree, which obviously cannot be exactly determined, the ef-
fectiveness of the new instruments is neutralized by the fact
that as the scale of government is enlarged its complexity is
multiplied.

The human beings who actually govern have apparatus which
covers more ground and therefore gives them more ground
to cover. In between their greater complexities on the one
hand and their more efficient instruments on the other they
remain human beings with faculties of insight and foresight that
have not grown appreciably greater in recorded history, and
may in any one generation be regarded as fixed.

I do not suggest that this quantum can be measured. But
I do suggest that the existence of some such relatively fixed
limitation of human faculties can be inferred. Both in thought
and in action there are continual choices in which something
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has to be renounced if another thing is to be attained. Man
cannot know and do all things. That is the mark of his
mortality. He has to choose between the comprehensive and
the specialized view; between the broad but shallow and the
narrow but deep; between the large and cool, the small and
hot, the panorama and the portrait; between a macro- and a
micro-scopic understanding. In action, too, he must choose,
one career excluding others, one course foreclosing its alterna-
tives. By turning his face in one direction he turns his back in
the other. So the decisions that men make in their practical
affairs, like the decisions which determine the policies of states,
are alternatives in which, because all things cannot be achieved
at once, there is some sacrifice for every gain. So it is with
statesmen: in deciding where they will spend their modicum
of energy they must decide what purposes they will renounce,
what desires they will, with Burke, leave to “a wise and salutary
neglect.”

Those who formulate the laws and administer them are men,
and, being men, there is an enormous disparity between the
simplicity of their minds and the real complexity of any large
society. Attempts have been made, to be sure, to argue that
the whole complex reality may be mystically present in the
spirit of a popular legislature or even in that of a dictator;
that somehow a few minds can be inspired to the point where
they are universal and inclusive. Thus the voice of the people
speaking through their representatives has been regarded as the
voice of God, and, when it seemed a little too preposterous
to think of three or four hundred politicians as inspired, the
even more preposterous claim has been advanced that some
triumphant agitator contains within himself the mind and spirit
and faith of great populations.

All this is not one whit more credible than the notion once
held by the whole European civilization that the earth, as
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Shakespeare said, is “this huge stage . . . Whereon the stars
in secret influence comment.” Such philosophy made it cer-
tain that the wife of Bath was to be hardy and lusty because
at her birth Mars was in the constellation Taurus.’ The sup-
position that the rulers of a state can be fully representative of
a whole society is a superstition of the same order, and in
practice a more sinister one.

The ruler in any society is a private man doomed to take
partial views. He may be looked upon as standing at the
small end of a funnel which at its large end is as wide as the
world in the past, the present, and the future. All that is
relevant to human affairs ought to come through the funnel and
into his mind. But in fact at the receiving end no more may
pass through than he can understand. That is a very small
part of the whole. And to understand even that small part
he must turn to theories, summaries, analyses, principles, and
dogmas which reduce the raw enormous actuality of things to
a condition where it is intelligible.

Having mastered what he can, the ruler has then to contrive
a method of thought enabling him to formulate policies which
by small actions will produce large effects. He cannot govern
every transaction. He cannot issue a specific command to each
person. Only here and there can he intervene, hoping that
his measures will multiply and reverberate. For in his actions,
as in his understanding, he is at the small end of an instrument
which at the other end opens to the whole world.

3. The Illusion of Comtrol

There is no possibility, then, that men can understand the
whole process of their social existence. Life goes on only be-
cause most of its processes are habitual, customary, and un-

8 J. L. Lowes, Geoffrey Chaucer, pp. 20-21.
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conscious. If they tried to think about everything, drawing
each breath deliberately, willing each act before they acted, it
would require such bewildering effort merely to exist that they
would sink rapidly to the level of a conscious vegetable. It is
only because men can take so much for granted that they can
inquire into and experiment with a few things. “Foresight
itself,” says Whitehead, “presupposes [the] stability of a
routine. But for the immense economy in which experience
becomes habitual and unconscious, men would have neither the
time nor the energy for deliberation.” *

The thinker, as he sits in his study drawing his plans for the
direction of society, will do no thinking if his breakfast has not
been produced for him by a social process which is beyond his
detailed comprehension. He knows that his breakfast depends
upon workers on the coffee plantations of Brazil, the citrus
groves of Florida, the sugar fields of Cuba, the wheat farms
of the Dakotas, the dairies of New York; that it has been as-
sembled by ships, railroads, and trucks, has been cooked with
coal from Pennsylvania in utensils made of aluminum, china,
steel, and glass. But the intricacy of one breakfast, if every
process that brought it to the table had deliberately to be
planned, would be beyond the understanding of any mind.
Only because he can count upon an infinitely complex system
of working routines can a man eat his breakfast and then think
about a new social order.

The things he can think about are few compared with those
which he must presuppose. They are as the world he can see
with his eye is to the far reaches of the heavens and the deep
recesses of matter.  Of the little he has learned, he can, more-
over, at any one time comprehend only a part, and of that
part he can attend only to a fragment. The essential limitation,
therefore, of all policy, of all government, is that the human

* Adventures of Ideas, p. 114 ¢t seq.
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mind must take a partial and simplified view of existence. The
ocean of experience cannot be poured into the little bottles of
our intelligence. The mind is an instrument evolved through
the struggle for existence, and the strain of concentrating upon
a chain of reasoning is like standing rigidly straight, a very
fatiguing posture, which must soon give way to the primordial
disposition to crouch or sit down.’

The mind, moreover, was evolved as an instrument of de-
fense and for the mastery of spedific difficulties: only in the
latest period of human development have men thought of try-
ing to comprehend a whole situation in all its manifold com-
plexity. Even the intellectual conception is beyond men’s
capacities. In actual affairs they have to select isolated phe-
nomena, since they have only limited energy and a short time
in which to observe and to understand: out of the infinite
intricacy of the real world, the intelligence must cut patterns
abstract, isolated, and artificially simplified. Only about these
partial views can men think. Only in their light can men act.
To the data of social experience the mind is like a lantern which
casts dim circles of light spasmodically upon somewhat familiar
patches of ground in an unexplored wilderness.

It is, therefore, illusion to imagine that there is a credible
meaning in the idea that human evolution can be brought under
conscious control. And there can be no illusion except to those
who take it for granted that what their minds have failed to
grasp is irrelevant, that what they can comprehend intellectually
is all that is necessary in dealing with a situation. No doubt
it is true that the human mind could plan a society which it
understood and direct one of which the scheme was intelligible.
But no human mind has ever understood the whole scheme of
a society. At best a mind can understand its own version of
the scheme, something much thinner, which bears to reality

® John Murphy, Primitive Mon, p. 76.
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some such relation as a silhouette to a man. Thus policies
deal with abstractions, and it is only with abstracted aspects
of the social order that governments have to do.

For this reason social control can never be regarded as even
an approximation to the kind of mastery which men have
ascribed to God as the creator and ruler of the universe. It
was God’s prerogative to make a world suitable to His gov-
ernance. Men govern a world already in being, and their
controls may best be described as interventions and interfer-
ences, as interpositions and interruptions, in a process that as
a whole transcends their power and their understanding. Men
deceive themselves when they imagine that they take charge of
the social order. They can never do more than break in at
some point and cause a diversion.

A doctrine, a policy, measures, can take account only of cer-
tain of the more immediate and obvious aspects of a situation.
The actual situation, as suggested by the assembling of orange
juice, coffee, and toast for breakfast, is the result of a moving
equilibrium among a virtually infinite number of mutually de-
pendent variables.” A conceptual grasp of such a complex is
not to be achieved, as Henderson shows, by the ordinary method
of “cause and effect analysis,” though it must be remembered
that even in the use of such simple logic the hereditary, elected,
and self-appointed rulers of men are not pre€minently gifted.
The logic by which it might become possible to analyze the
“mutually dependent variations of . . . variables” is such an
abstruse logico-mathematical undertaking that it is as much
beyond the lay mind of a minister of public affairs or his
technical advisers as chemistry is beyond a cook. As a matter
of fact, it is a2 method of thought that even the most advanced
students of human affairs are able to use only tentatively and
most imperfectly.

¢ Cf. L. J. Henderson’s Pareto’s General Sociology.
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Yet such a complex logic is necessary because the fundamental
characteristic of any social system is that its innumerable ele-
ments are interdependent and interacting. No important
action, therefore, has a simple consequence. Though a society
is' far more complicated than a family, the analytical problem
may be illustrated by the example of a love affair between the
man of one household and the woman of another. Let us
suppose that there are two children from each of the marriages,
that there are two divorces, and that the lovers marry and pro-
duce two children. Their love affair has not changed merely
their two lives; it has changed ten lives. And while the two
lovers may by consulting their own feelings be able to determine
what will be the consequences to themselves, they are not likely
to know the consequences for the eight other lives that are
intimately affected.

The conceptual apparatus required for the successful analysis
of a great society can perhaps be imagined by the mathematical
logicians. But in the present state of human knowledge the
apparatus is not yet perfected sufficiently to be used effectively
by students of the social sciences, much less by public men.
The time may come when the higher logic will have been
sufficiently developed to enable thinkers to analyze the whole
relevant social order, and from the analysis to predict success-
fully the real, not merely the apparent and immediate, effect
of a political intervention.

Not until then will it be possible to contemplate a planned
society consciously directed. It is not merely that we do not
have to-day enough factual knowledge of the social order,
enough statistics, censuses, reports. The difficulty is deeper
than that. We do not possess the indispensable logical equip-
ment — the knowledge of the grammar and the syntax of
society as a whole — to understand the data available or to
know what other data to look for.
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The ideal of a directed society requires, therefore, something
much more than a proletarian revolution to fulfill it. It re-
quires a revolutionary advance in the logical powers of men
comparable with that which took place when they learned to
use algebra or the differential calculus in the analysis of the
physical world. In certain of the more recondite branches of
mathematical economics we may perhaps have premonitory
intimations of the modes of thought that may some day be
developed to a point where the social order can be successfully
analyzed. I do not know. I do not understand them. But
at best they can be no more than intimations of what Pareto,
who labored in this field, called an ideal goal which “as regards
the economic and social sciences . . . is almost never attained
in the concrete.” '

Perhaps the intimations are promising; it may be that men
have picked up a scent which, if followed bravely, will lead
them to the quarry and give them a dependable understanding
with which to control human society. But those who do not
realize the distance that has yet to be traversed from our
present abstractions to formulations which could be used as
the policies of a state in reshaping the social order are like those
who, having heard of Dr. Carrel’s immortal piece of chicken,
expect soon to find the serum of immortality on sale at the
corner drugstore.

? Vilfredo Pareto added: “Unfortunately it [the hypothesis of interde-
pendence] can be followed in but relatively few cases because of the condi-
tions that it requires. Essential to it, in fact, is the use of mathematical
logic, which alone can take full account of interdependencies in the broadest
sense. It can be used, therefore, only for phenomena susceptible of measure-
ment —a limitation that excludes many many problems, and virtually all
the problems peculiar to sociology. Then again, even when a phenomenon

is itself measurable, serious difficulties arise as soon as it becomes at all com-
plex.” The Mind and Society, Vol. 111, Sec. 1732, pp. 1192-93.
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4. The Organization of Immobility

Because of the limitations of our understanding and of our
power, the dynamics of human capacity follow the rule that
the more complex the interests which have to be regulated, the
less possible is it to direct them by the coercion of superior
authority. This is not the current view. It is generally sup-
posed that the increasing complexity of the social order requires
an increasing direction from officials. My own view is, rather,
that as affairs become more intricate, more extended in time
and space, more involved and interrelated, overhead direc-
tion by the officials of the state has to become simpler, less
intensive, less direct, more general. It has to give way, as
we shall see later,’ to social control by the method of a2 common
law.

Thus it is, I believe, a maxim of human association that the
complexity of policy, as distinguished from law, must be in-
versely proportionate to the complexity of affairs. For, while
a few things can be directed much, many things can be ad-
ministered only a little.

The essential principle is clearly visible in the strategy of
armies. If the campaign, let us say, of Colonel Lawrence in
Arabia is compared with that of the Allies on the western front,
it is plain that a war of movement is possible where there are
small bodies of troops with light equipment; that as armies
become larger and their equipment heavier, they lose the
capacity for strategic manceuvre and are reduced to creeping
tactical attrition. Their inertia becomes so great that they can
only press on in the direction they have started to go and wait
grimly to see whether they can outlast the enemy. In the final
stages all mobility may disappear: when the service of supply
becomes so elaborate that it can just barely supply itself. At

$ Ch. XIII.
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this point an army becomes stationary and can have no objective
except to maintain itself wherever it happens to be.’

This principle of diminishing mobility with the increase of
scale and complexity may be observed in all human organiza-
tion. Mr. Henry Ford, for example, cannot change the de-
sign of the cheap car which he turns out in mass as he can change
the design of a car made largely by hand; the new tools needed
to vary the design are too complicated and too expensive. But
Mr. Ford can change the design more readily than can 2 manu-
facturer who is immobilized by a great capital structure and
a heavy load of debt. So, as industrial organization becomes
bigger, it must become more inflexible, until in its last stages
it is hostile to invention, enterprise, competition, and change.
It is unable to consider any ideal except stability.

This narrowing of objectives with increasing complexity is
the phenomenon of bureaucracy. It is to be found in govern-
ments and in corporate business, in armies and in churches and
in universities. ‘The more intricate the organization, the more
it must renounce all other ambitions in order to perpetuate
itself.

Thus it is no coincidence that the watchwords of policy in
recent times should have been “Protection, stabilization, and
security” — of output, hours of work, processes, markets,
wages, prices, and the quality of goods. Though it is com-
monly believed that it was necessary to organize for stability
against the “chaos” of competition, the truth is that it has become
necessary to stabilize because organization has become so elab-
orate. As modern nations adopted protection, assented to
large-scale industrial organization, with heavy fixed capital
charges and large overhead costs, with wages and hours rigidly
established by law or contract, with rates and prices set rigidly

?Cf. B. H. Liddell Hart’s “Future Warfare,” dzlantic Monthly, Dec.
1936.
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by government commissions or by monopolistic agreements, the
objective could no longer be increased wealth through new in-
ventions, new enterprises, and successful competition. The
objective had to become stabilization at the existing level of
productivity, variety, and economic technic.

Thus it is that many have been persuaded that the import of
cheaper goods is a menace, that technological progress is a
disaster, that to produce more is to earn less. They have the
conviction that if only they could close the ports of entry, if
they could erect around their occupation a sufficiently high
Chinese wall composed of holding companies, mergers, market-
ing contracts, production agreements, licenses, quotas, labor
laws and labor contracts, a wall high enough to exclude new
ideas, new methods, new men, and unusual labor, they would
enjoy the blessings of stability. No doubt it is true that a
society which organizes itself elaborately must go on until it
has organized itself into rigidity, that it must seek stability be-
cause it cannot advance. It must imitate the mollusk, which,
though it can neither walk, swim, nor fly, and has only meagre
ambitions, does seem to enjoy a reasonably well-protected and
stable existence.

5. The Nemesis of Authoritative Control

The generation to which we belong is now learning from
experience what happens when men retreat into a coercive or-
ganization of their affairs. Though they promise themselves
a more abundant life, they must in practice renounce it; as the
organized direction increases, the variety of ends must give
way to uniformity. This is the nemesis of a planned society
and of the authoritative principle in human affairs.

It is not insignificant — on the contrary it is a manifestation
of the inexorable nature of things — that the cult of the state
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as provider and savior should flourish in an era when the im-
provement of the general standard of life throughout the world
has been retarded and in many places reversed; that the worship
of Casar should be revived when there is a disintegration of
political unions, an accentuation of regional, of clannish, of
sectarian, of ethnic, and of national conflicts, a widespread as-
sault on freedom of inquiry and of debate, a frontal attack from
many quarters on the very idea that the individual has in-
violable rights.

These phenomena, every one of them the symptom of re-
gression to more primitive levels of social behavior, are not un-
connected with that principle of authoritative management
which has steadily taken possession of the thought, the actual
policy, and the popular emotion of the modern world. Though
it is the fashion to believe that because the progress of civiliza-
tion has been arrested it is necessary to make organization more
elaborate and to redouble the impact of authority, the truth of
the matter is that the alleged remedy for the trouble is the
real cause of it.

No doubt it is occasionally necessary to fight fire with fire
by burning over areas in the path of the conflagration, or to
dynamite one wing of a house in the hope of saving the rest.
In this sense each nation may find itself constrained to raise its
tariffs when its neighbors raise theirs, to direct or to subsidize
one more industry because others are already being directed or
subsidized. But it is a mistake to think that a man revolving
in a vicious circle is an exemplar of progress, or that, having
convinced himself that he must continue to revolve in it, he is
the exponent of a novel and enlightened conception of human
affairs.

For more than two generations an increasingly coercive or-
ganization of society has coincided with an increasing disorder.
It is time to inquire why, with so much more authority, there is
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so much less stability; why, with such promises of greater abun-
dance, there is retardation in the improvement, in many lands
a notable lowering, of the standard of life; why, when the
organization is most nearly complete, the official idea of civiliza-
tion is least catholic. The argument that it is “chaos” which
compels the resort to authority cannot be true, — even though in
an immediate situation it may be the only remedy for a present
evil, — because, if it were true, the increase in coercive organ-
ization during the past three generations ought to have brought
some increase in stability. But actually the disorder is greater
than when the remedy began to be adopted and there is, there-
fore, an overwhelming presumption that it is coercion which is
creating the chaos it purports to conquer.

It is not a mere coincidence that the cult of a directed civ-
ilization should be accompanied by a general foreboding that
modern civilization is doomed. Why should it be that, in a
time when men are making the prodigious claim that they can
plan and direct society, they are so profoundly impressed with
the unmanageability of human affairs? Is not the one mood
the complement of the other? Is not their confidence inflated
by despair, and their despair the deeper because of their pre-
tensions?

They find that the more they organize, the more general
is the disorganization; the more they direct affairs, the more
refractory they become. They find the directed society harder
and harder to direct. For they have reached the point where
the organization is too elaborate to be managed. The attempt
to regulate deliberately the transactions of a people multiplies
the number of separate, self-conscious appetites and resistances.
To establish order among these highly energized fragments,
which are like atoms set in violent motion by being heated, a
still more elaborate organization is required — but this more
elaborate organization can be operated only if there is more
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intelligence, more insight, more discipline, more disinterested-
ness, than exists in any ordinary company of men. This is the
sickness of an over-governed society, and at this point the people
must seek relief through greater freedom if they are not to
suffer greater disasters.

6. The Great Schism

These observations have their place in the argument because
they are necessary to an understanding of that great schism in
the human outlook which has shaken the world. The essential
difference between the faith that our generation has embraced
and the faith that it has forsaken is to be found in what it thinks
some men can do to manage the destiny of other men. The
predominant teachings of this age are that there are no limits
to man’s capacity to govern others and that, therefore, no limi-
tations ought to be imposed upon government. The older
faith, born of long ages of suffering under man’s dominion over
man, was that the exercise of unlimited power by men with
limited minds and self-regarding prejudices is soon oppressive,
reactionary, and corrupt. The older faith taught that the very
condition of progress was the limitation of power to the capacity
and the virtue of rulers.

For the time being this tested wisdom is submerged under a
world-wide movement which has at every vital point the
support of vested interests and the afflatus of popular hopes.
But if it is true that men can do no more than they are able to
do, then government can do no more than governors are able
to do. All the wishing in the world, all the promises based on
the assumption that there are available omniscient and loving
autocrats, will not call into being men who can plan a future
which they are unable to imagine, who can manage a civilization
which they are unable to understand.
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The fact that the whole generation is acting on these hopes
does not mean that the liberal philosophy is dead, as the col-
lectivists and authoritarians assert. On the contrary, it may be
that they have taught a heresy and doomed this generation to
reaction. So men may have to pass through a terrible ordeal
before they find again the central truths they have forgotten.
But they will find them again, as they have so often found them
again in other ages of reaction, if only the ideas that have misled
them are challenged and resisted.






BOOK II

THE COLLECTIVIST MOVEMENT






Iv

THE INTELLECTUAL ASCENDANCY
OF COLLECTIVISM

In the realm of ideas a change in theory is reflected in practice
only after a lapse of time and, as Mr. Keynes has said, the
active men of an epoch are generally applying the theories of
men who are long since dead.” Thus Adam Smith published
The Wealth of Nations in 1776, and before his death in 1790
two English Prime Ministers, Lord Shelburne and William
Pitt,” had been converted to his ideas. Yet it was not until
1846 that the Corn Laws were repealed, and the free-trade
system was not established until Gladstone brought in his
budgets of 1853 and 1860. This great reversal of policy was
the outcome of a change in European thinking which took about
seventy-five years to affect the policies of governments.

In that period the liberal philosophy was in the ascendant:
conservatives like Sir Robert Peel, and revolutionists as well,
thought of the future in terms of increasing emancipation from
prerogative and privilege. Freedom was the polestar of the
human mind. When there was an evil to be dealt with, men
looked instinctively for its cause in some manifestation of arbi-
trary power. They sought the remedy in the limitation of
arbitrary power and the disestablishment of privilege. They
believed in governments which were under the law, in the rights

1]J. M. Keynes, The General Theory of Employment, Interest and
Money, p. 383, “Practical men who believe themselves to be quite exempt
from any intellectual influences, are usually the slaves of some defunct
economist. Madmen in authority, who hear voices in the air, are distilling
their frenzy from some academic scribbler of a few years back.”

*F. W, Hirst, Economic Freedom, p. 40.
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of man rather than the sovereignty of kings or of majorities.
They held that the improvement of the human lot was to be
achieved by releasing thought, invention, enterprise, and labor
from exactions and tolls, from the rule of princes, monopolists,
great landlords, and established churches. Though some, con-
servative by interest and temperament, were opposed to drastic
change, while others were in favor of radical reform, the
conflict between them was whether existing privilege should
be maintained or should be withdrawn.

It may be said, I believe, that between, say, 1848 and 1870
the intellectual climate of western society began to change. At
some time in that period the intellectual ascendancy of the col-
lectivist movement began. A phenomenon of this sort cannot,
of course, be dated precisely, but it is fairly clear that after 1870
liberal philosophy was on the defensive in theory, and that in
practice the liberals were fighting a losing rear-guard action.®
England, it is true, remained faithful to free trade until the
Great War of 1914, but the protectionist doctrine grew every-
where in popularity. In 1850 a liberal like Herbert Spencer
believed that the next phase of social reform was an attack on
the great landed monopolies; as time went on he lost confidence
and finally suppressed what he had written on the subject.’
John Stuart Mill, though he never became an authoritarian
socialist, did begin, toward the close of his life, to write on
the assumption that the benefits of liberal philosophy had all
been achieved and that the line of further progress was in the
direction of collectivism.

More than seventy-five years passed before the collectivist
movement was dominant in actual affairs, but in this middle
period of the nineteenth century it established itself in men’s

8Cf. A. V. Dicey’s lectures on the relation between Law and Public
Opinion in Englond during the nineteenth century.
& Cf. Henry George’s A Perplexed Philosopher.
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thought. Both capital and labor became predominantly pro-
tectionist. The older theory that incorporation is a privilege
was abandoned and the way was opened to the corporate forms
of business organization by the adoption of general incorpora-
tion laws. Then, too, the conception of democracy changed.
Once the popular movement had been chiefly concerned with
the Bill of Rights and other limitations on the sovereign, but
the rapid enfranchisement of the masses resulted in the belief
that popular sovereignty must not be restrained, that the mean-
ing of free government was the dictatorship of the majority.
Thus freedom ceased to be the polestar of the human mind.
After 1870 or thereabouts men thought instinctively once more
in terms of organization, authority, and collective power. To
enhance their prospects businessmen looked to tariffs, to con-
centrated corporate control, to the suppression of competition,
to large-scale business administration. To relieve the poor
and lift up the downtrodden, reformers looked to an organized
working class, to electoral majorities, to the capture of the
sovereign power and its exploitation in their behalf. Though
great corporate capitalists continued to invoke the shibboleths of
liberalism when confronted by the collective demands of the
workers or the hostile power of popular majorities, yet they
were thoroughly imbued with the collectivist spirit through their
attachment to protection and to the concentration of control.
The reformers and the labor leaders also continued to talk of
liberty when their attempts to organize were resisted or their
plans for regulation by the state were attacked, or when their
agitators were put in jail for disturbing the peace. But in
their belief that popular majorities must be unrestrained, in
their persistent demands for the magnification of government,
in their fundamental aim to dominate and possess and per-
petuate the private collectivism of the corporate system, rather
than to break up monopoly and disestablish privilege, they
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became the adversaries of freedom and the founders of a new
authoritarian society.

The contemporary world is so thoroughly imbued with the
collectivist spirit that at first it seems quixotic to challenge it.
Yet the prospects of reversing the mercantilist policies of Euro-
pean states can hardly have seemed bright when Adam Smith
wrote The Wealth of Nations; now we know that the zenith
of those policies had been passed. The Ancien Régime was
doomed, though Europe still had to pass through the wars
and revolutions which marked its end. So it may well be to-
day that the beginning of the end is at hand, that we are living
at the climax of the collectivist movement, its promises already
dust and ashes in men’s mouths, its real consequences no longer
matters of theoretical debate but of bitter and bloody experi-
ence. For in the generation before the Great War, when it
became the fashion to believe that all reasonable and enlight-
ened men must be collectivists, no one had ever lived in a
society regimented by an omnipotent state according to an offi-
cial plan. But from 1914 to 1919 the western peoples had a
taste of it under war conditions, and since then they have had
the opportunity to observe the Russian, German, and Italian
experiments. The easy confidence of the pre-war generation
has now been shaken by grave doubts as to whether the col-
lectivist principle is consistent with peace and prosperity or
with the moral and intellectual dignity of civilized men.

A reaction, definite and profound as that which in the late
eighteenth century set in against the Ancien Régime, which in
the nineteenth set in against the crudities of laissez-faire, has,
I believe, already begun. But the popular and influential
leaders of contemporary thought are in a quandary. Their
settled convictions compel them to believe that a new and
better order is being created in one or the other of the col-
lectivist states; their instincts and their observations tell them
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that the coming of this new society is attended by many of
the symptoms of a relapse into barbarism. They do not like
dictatorships, the concentration camps, the censorship, the forced
labor, the firing squads, or the executioners in their swallow-
tail coats. But in the modes of their thinking, the intellectuals
who expound what now passes for “liberalism,” “progressivism,”
or “radicalism” are almost all collectivists in their conception
of the economy, authoritarians in their conception of the state,
totalitarians in their conception of society.

Mr. Stuart Chase, for example, is 2 man of liberal instincts
and democratic sympathies, but he tells us that in order to
achieve abundance for all we must have “centralization of
government; the overhead planning and control of economic
activity. . . . The United States and Canada will fall into
one regional frame; similarly most of Europe. Economically
supreme over these frames must sit an industrial general staff
with dictatorial powers covering the smooth technical [sic]
operation of all the major sources of raw material and supply.
Political democracy can remain if i confines itself to all but
economic matters . . .” (italics mine).’

Thus, though Mr. Chase is the enthusiastic sponsor of dic-
tatorship on a continental scale, he would yet like to preserve
the essentials of personal self-determination. The problem
for him, as for all the collectivists of his school, is to reconcile
the theory of a dictated economy with an instinctive revulsion
against the behavior of active dictators. By some the recon-
ciliation is achieved rather easily. They explain away the
barbarism of the dictatorship they happen to admire while
denouncing it manfully in all others. Thus sympathizers
with the communist effort are profoundly moved by the Ger-
man persecutions and the Italian deportations. But they have

8 Stuart Chase, op. ciz., pp. 312-13. Cf. also George Soule, op. cit.,
pp. 214-15.
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an abiding faith that the Russian persecutions and deporta-
tions have been exaggerated and misunderstood. Mr. Soule,
for instance, holding up the Soviets as an example, says with
what is apparently an untroubled conscience that the land
and capital of Russia are administered by the Communist
Party so “that all these things shall be used for the benefit
of the whole population (except of those whom the Socialist
State regards as enemies or useless persons, like statesmen,
priests, private traders and private employers).” Others, who
sympathize with the fascist effort, are certain that its brutali-
ties are an unfortunate necessity in order to forestall the greater
brutalities of a communist regime. By such casuistry as this
men accommodate their faith in the collectivist principle to
their recollection of what constitutes a civilized society.
Apologists for both communism and fascism, then, are com-
pelled to believe that the absolutism which they see at work
in these promised lands is transitory; ° that it is either an acci-
dental blemish or only a temporary necessity. They are, I
believe, greatly mistaken. A collectivist society can exist only
under an absolute state, a truth which Mr. Chase seems dimly
to have appreciated when he said that “political democracy
can remain if it confines itself to all but economic matters.”
In view of the fact, for example, that schools, universities,
churches, newspapers, books, even athletic sports, require money,

® Cf., e.g., Engels’s letter to Bebel (1875): “As the State is only a transi-
tional institution which we are obliged to use in the revolutionary struggle, in
order to crush our enemies by force, it is pure nonsense to speak of a free
people’s State. During the period that the proletariat #zeds the State, it needs it,
not in the interests of freedom, but in the interests of crushing its antagonists,
and when it becomes possible really to speak of freedom, the State as such will
cease to exist.” (Quoted in Lenin’s State and Revolution, pp. 170-71,
Vanguard Press, 1926.) Lenin gives a similar definition: “Dictatorship is an
authority relying directly upon force, and not bound by any laws. The
revolutionary dictatorship of the proletariat is an authority maintained by
means of force over and against the bourgeoisie, and not bound by any laws.”
The Proletarian Revolution, p. 15. Communist Party publication, London.
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marketing, and have to have economic support, the realm of
freedom and democracy which Mr. Chase leaves is about equal
to nothing at all. That is why the absolutism that we see in
Russia, Germany, and Italy is not transitory, but the essen-
tial principle of a full-blown collectivist order.

For in so far as men embrace the belief that the coercive
power of the state shall plan, shape, and direct their economy,
they commit themselves to the suppression of the contrariness
arising from the diversity of human interests and purposes.
They cannot escape it. If a society is to be planned, its pop-
ulation must conform to the plan; if it is to have an official
purpose, there must be no private purposes that conflict with
it. That this is the inexorable logic of the principle can be
learned best by looking at what actual collectivists say and do
when they are in power rather than by consulting the writings
of sheltered revolutionists like Mr. Chase and Mr. Soule or,
better still, Karl Marx, working in the British Museum. It is
easy to make the best of both worlds while living safely in a
regime of liberty; to let oneself become enchanted by the no-
tion that the promises of the Providential State can be recon-
ciled with the blessings of freedom.

But when we come to the actual collectivists, a different note
is sounded. The fascist conception of life, says Mussolini,
“accepts the individual only in so far as his interests coincide
with those of the state.” Does communism accept the in-
dividual on any other terms? Does it recognize any right
— to labor, to possess property, to think, to believe and to
speak — which does not coincide with the interests of the state?
It cannot. The ultimate ideal, the practical goal, the ines-
capable procedure of any full-blown collectivism, was an-
nounced by Mussolini, who has been all kinds of collectivist
in his time, when he said, “All in the State, nothing outside
the State, nothing against the State.”
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Thou shalt have no other gods before me. A political provi-
dence is necessarily a jealous god — how jealous will depend
upon how far the state is impelled to go in directing the social
order. Of course, the average humane collectivist* does not
wish to go all the way to the totalitarian state. He does not
wish to go too fast or too violently to the point at which he
would like to stop. That does not alter the fact that he has
embraced a principle of social organization which has no other
remedy for evil except to intensify overhead government by
officials. For, unless the moderate collectivist believes that
a little more official supremacy will end all important evils,
how can he say when he proposes to stop? If he is right in
thinking that the state can, by what Mr. Chase calls “the over-
head planning and control of economic activity,” remedy the
disorders of mankind, then surely it would be cruel and be-
nighted not to take full control and end all social evils. Though
no doubt most collectivists in western countries hope to stop
a long way this side of absolutism, there is nothing in the col-
lectivist principle which marks any stopping place short of
the totalitarian state. Their tastes and scruples are the sole
checks on their principles, which in themselves are absolutist.

And, worse than this, the application of those principles is
cumulative in its effect. As long ago as 1884 * Herbert Spen-
cer pointed out that “every additional state-interference
strengthens the tacit assumption that it is the duty of the